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Update mental pictures of rural China  
By Q. Forrest Zhang & John A. Donaldson 
Straits Times, 2 January 2009 
 
Women in straw hats stoop over water-logged plots, working together to plant rice seedlings. A 
weather-worn man trudges behind an ox ploughing his family's field. Farmers throw newly 
harvested grain in the air so the wind can carry off the chaff. Tour buses navigate past grain 
carefully laid out on the black-topped road to dry. 
Though picturesque, these images of rural China perpetuate stereotypes of a conservative culture 
resistant to change - and affect public policy. 
For instance, many inside and outside China argue that an agricultural system based on small 
family farms can never produce enough for a growing nation. To increase output, modernisation 
must occur, land holdings must increase in size, farmers must move to the cities and 
industrialisation must continue apace. China should reform its agricultural sector. At the very 
least, land must be privatised and consolidated. 
It is not that the images which lead to this argument are completely wrong. Some areas of rural 
China have not altered much in recent decades. Indeed, during the course of our research, we 
took photographs that matched these traditional images of agrarian life - except for the seemingly 
ubiquitous satellite dishes perched atop old wooden houses. 
Last month marked the 30th anniversary of China's reform, one of the key world-transforming 
events of the past few decades. Experiments by some bold farmers kicked off the reforms in 
1978. In the 30 years that have followed, how has rural China changed? 
While news of China's growing industrial, technological and military prowess frequently hits the 
headlines, changes in the countryside rarely get much attention. This bias helps to perpetuate the 
image of rural China as a deadweight dragging the country down. 
Yet China's rise would have been impossible without developments in the countryside. China 
produces enough food to feed its huge population. In effect, Chinese farmers use 10 per cent of 
the world's arable land to feed 20 per cent of its population. Achieving food self-sufficiency has 
not only political and strategic significance, but it also means China can divert its foreign 
reserves to industrialisation. 
Rising agricultural productivity has also released labour from rural areas, providing the country's 
industrial and service sectors with an almost unlimited supply of workers. One need see only the 
massive flow of rural labourers from the cities back to the countryside for the Chinese New Year 
holiday - estimated to have numbered half a billion last year - to realise the scale of the transfer. 
Rural China has also become a huge market for domestic industries. Its importance has become 
particularly conspicuous in this time of economic crisis: A key measure in China's recently 
  
 
announced economic stimulus package was to subsidise rural residents' purchases of home 
appliances. 
Supported by one of the strongest agricultural research systems in the developing world, 
scientists in China turn out new seed varieties every year and farmers readily adopt them, 
boosting productivity. Studies show that Chinese farmers update their baskets of seed varieties as 
often as their American counterparts, and twice as often as Indian farmers. 
China's agricultural commodity markets have become highly developed. Prices of crops such as 
maize and soya beans move in sync nationwide, thanks to an integrated national market. Instead 
of leading an isolated life of subsistence, many Chinese farmers now produce directly for world 
markets and follow global price fluctuations closely. We have met coffee farmers in Yunnan 
who check the international price of coffee beans on the Internet before selling their crops to 
multinational companies like Nestle. 
Rural land-rental markets have also experienced rapid growth in recent years, allowing both 
farmers and agribusinesses to engage in large-scale agricultural production. Agribusiness 
companies of all sizes have contracted with a large number of neighbouring families to grow a 
specific commodity - everything from orchids to wasabi - and sell the products to countries such 
as Singapore and Japan. 
Farming in China, long thought to be resistant to the forces that have altered other sectors, has in 
fact undergone fundamental - even revolutionary - changes. While traditional subsistence 
farmers still exist, they have been joined by many market-savvy, biotech-using, Internet-surfing, 
labour-hiring, land-renting and commodity-producing 'new farmers'. 
We would do well to update our mental pictures of rural China. 
The writers are assistant professors at the School of Social Sciences, Singapore Management 
University.  
